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Abstract
Through a focus on liberal academic and policy networks, this article considers how ideas
and practices central to an educational “war on poverty” grew through connections
between postwar Puerto Rico, Latin America, and New York. In particular, it analyzes
how social scientific ideas about education’s role in economic development found
ample ground in the colonial Commonwealth of Puerto Rico as the island assumed the
role of “laboratory” of democracy and development after the Second World War. The nar-
rative then considers how this Cold War programming came to influence education initia-
tives in both U.S. foreign aid programs in Latin America and New York City in the 1950s
and 1960s, particularly as the number of Puerto Rican students grew amid the Puerto
Rican Great Migration. Ultimately, the article suggests a broader hemispheric and imperial
framework in narrating the evolution of postwar education policy in the nation’s largest city.
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“Puerto Rico can teach so much,” American diplomat and future undersecretary of
state Chester Bowles proclaimed in the preface of Earl Parker Hanson’s 1955
Transformation: The Story of Modern Puerto Rico. “The words of Puerto Rico’s
governor could speak so eloquently if they were made available to Asia today. That
is why the United States should take special pride in its own recent and enlightened
cooperation with Puerto Rico’s ‘Operation Bootstrap.’”1 After the Second World War,
the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico became a strategic site of Cold War diplomacy. As
a self-proclaimed laboratory of American-style capitalist development, its economic
program Operation Bootstrap served as a much-advertised prototype for the
Third World.2 Notably, education served as Bootstrap’s “cornerstone of
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1Chester Bowles, preface to Earl Parker Hanson, Transformation: The Story of Modern Puerto Rico
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1955).

2For more on the term “Third World” and its use in the Cold War, see Samantha Christiansen and
Zachary A. Scarlett, eds., The Third World in the Global 1960s (New York: Berghahn, 2013), and Odd
Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Time
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007).
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development.”3 The island consequently became an influential site for the production
of educational thought and policy as the US embarked on its most ambitious foreign
aid projects to date, through the Point Four program, USAID, the Alliance for
Progress, the Peace Corps, and other public and private initiatives in the 1950s and
1960s.4

Yet for many American liberals, the lessons Puerto Rico could offer did not apply
to the Third World alone. Almost a decade later, at a 1964 Ford Foundation
Community Development Conference held in San Juan, Operation Bootstrap was
again held up as a model—this time to fight poverty at home. “Holding the confer-
ence in Puerto Rico,” the press release explained, “will enable the participants to con-
sult with Puerto Rican leaders on the kinds of programs they have developed and on
the directions of planned Puerto Rican participation in the community action pro-
grams of the Economic Opportunity Act.”5 Puerto Rican governor Luís Muñoz
Marín gave the keynote himself, followed by Joseph Monserrat, head of the
Commonwealth’s New York-based Migration Division and eventual president of
the New York City Board of Education; the Ford Foundation’s Paul Ylvisaker,
co-creator of Ford’s Gray Areas program; and Mitchell Sviridoff, also of Ford’s
Gray Areas, who would later sit on the Mayor’s Advisory Panel for School
Decentralization in New York in 1969. The names on the conference’s guest list,
and their respective travelogues and résumés, reveal the tangible connections between
colonial, foreign, and domestic education and social policy in the postwar years.

This article agrees with Chester Bowles, though for very different reasons, that
“Puerto Rico can teach so much.” Through a focus on liberal academic and policy
networks between New York, Puerto Rico, and Latin America, it shows how Cold
War development projects in colonial and foreign territories came to shape educa-
tional programming in the nation’s largest metropolis in the 1950s and 1960s.6 In
doing so, it suggests that imperial and hemispheric entanglements proved crucial
to the evolution of postwar education policy in New York, the nation’s largest city
and an influential policy incubator for the rest of the nation. Puerto Rico, as a colonial
Commonwealth whose leaders strategically embraced the role of “laboratory” in the
fight against global communism, and a leading source of Latinx migration to
New York, was central to that story.

The article is organized into four sections to illustrate these border-crossing
dynamics. The first section reviews the key role education played within the postwar
body of scholarship known as modernization theory, which came to influence US

3Rafael Pico, “The School, Cornerstone of Development in Puerto Rico,” in A Land of Hope in Schools: A
Reader in the History of Public Education in Puerto Rico, 1940–1964, ed. Osvaldo Rodríguez Pacheco (San
Juan, PR: Editorial Edil, 1976), 255–266.

4Puerto Rico is an archipelago, so the term “islands” is more accurate than “island.” I will use the term
island not to erase the experience of those living on Vieques or Culebra, but to reflect the term used most
often by the historical actors in this study.

5Ford Foundation, “Community Development Conference, Dec. 13–16, 1964,” Box 5, Folder 5, Ford
Foundation Records, National Affairs Division, Rockefeller Archival Center (hereafter RAC).

6Imperial and hemispheric connections at the grassroots also significantly influenced education politics
and activism in postwar New York, particularly around community control and bilingual-bicultural
education. See Lauren Lefty, “Seize the Schools, Que Viva Puerto Rico Libre: Cold War Education
Politics in New York and San Juan, 1948–1975” (PhD diss., New York University, 2020).
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foreign aid after the Second World War. Within that intellectual milieu, I show how
Puerto Rico served as an important site to produce research on education, human capital
theory, and economic development. The second section discusses how these ideas came
to concretely shape the island’s postwar economic program Operation Bootstrap, which
placed education at its center. The third section then analyzes how the Bootstrap model
functioned as a prototype for Cold War US foreign aid programs, particularly in Latin
America, through the Alliance for Progress. And the final section presents examples of
how educational ideas and policies formulated in the colonial Commonwealth of Puerto
Rico and across Latin America influenced education in postwar New York. In doing so,
this case study highlights the importance of American empire in the formation of post-
war educational thought and practice, and invites further research that explores these
dynamics in New York, in other cities, and at a national level.

While a growing body of scholarship has altered the dominant narratives of
Progressive Era education to consider how schooling in the continental US dialogued
with colonial education, a similar lens stands to alter the foundational histories we tell
about the postwar years. Historians Alfred McCoy, Francisco Scarano, and Courtney
Johnson, for example, note how imperial governance practices at the turn of the twen-
tieth century “percolated homeward through the invisible ‘capillaries of empire,’
shaping the metropolitan American state and society in subtle yet profound
ways.”7 Clif Stratton and Sarah Manekin likewise argue that domestic education
and colonial education during the Progressive Era must be understood as deeply con-
nected projects; education geared toward European immigrants and BIPOC Americans
must be viewed in light of the colonial policies and racial ideologies the US implemented
in the Philippines, Cuba, Hawaii, Guam, and Puerto Rico.8 Moreover, scholarship has
convincingly shown how Cold War development and counterinsurgency efforts in the
Global South shaped higher education, domestic welfare policy, neoliberal economic
policy, and the carceral state.9 This article suggests the value of a similar framework
in considering P-12 and community-based educational programs after the Second
World War, as the US assumed the role of global superpower and retained colonial ter-
ritories, like Puerto Rico, while also actively engaging in interventionist foreign policy—
in short, remaining an empire.10

7Alfred McCoy, Francisco Scarano, and Courtney Johnson, eds., Colonial Crucible: Empire in the Making
of the Modern American State (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2009), 4.

8Clif Stratton, Education for Empire: American Schools, Race, and the Paths of Good Citizenship
(Oakland: University of California Press, 2016); Sarah Manekin, “Spreading the Empire of Free
Education, 1865–1905” (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2009).

9On the link between Cold War foreign and domestic social policy, see Noam Chomsky et al., The Cold
War University: Toward an Intellectual History of the Postwar Years (New York: The New Press, 1998);
Alyosha Goldstein, Poverty in Common: The Politics of Community Action during the American Century
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012); Daniel Immerwahr, Thinking Small: The United States and
the Lure of Community Development (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015); Stuart
Schrader, Badges without Borders: How Global Counterinsurgency Transformed American Policing
(Oakland: University of California Press, 2019); Amy Offner, Sorting Out the Mixed Economy: The Rise
and Fall of Welfare and Developmental States in the Americas (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2019).

10Historians have long debated whether the US, in its post-World War II manifestation, is an empire and
whether its actions are “imperial,” “neo-imperial,” or something else. I embrace the arguments of scholars
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Theorizing the Postwar Bootstrap: Education’s Role in Cold War Development
Thinking

“Countries are underdeveloped because most of their people are underdevel-
oped,” Frederick Harbison and Charles Myers stated in their 1962 Education,
Manpower, and Economic Growth: Strategies of Human Resource
Development.11 Theodore Schultz offered a similar premise in his 1960 article
“Capital Formation by Education,” which argued that investment in education
was the most effective means of spurring national economic growth.12 These
ideas about education—and particularly human capital theory—grew over the
course of the 1950s and played a starring role in postwar modernization theory,
a strain of American social science that attempted to pinpoint the factors that
allowed a nation to transition from a “traditional, pre-modern” society into an
advanced, “modern” one.

Modernization theory greatly influenced American development discourse and
programming during the Cold War.13 According to its tenets, not only did devel-
oping nations need an educated citizenry for economic growth, but the idea took
hold that individual minds needed to be modernized before a country could itself
become modern and “take off” along the path of development, in line with Walt
Rostow’s 1958 The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto.14

In order for investments in technology and industry to work, and for the tempta-
tion of communism or fascism to be avoided, individuals needed to adopt “mod-
ern” predispositions such as “secularism, futurism, preference for industrial work,
optimism, and national identification,” a list of traits theorists termed the Overall
Modernity, or OM, scale.15 As scholars have long argued, this list of “modern

who recognize the particularity of the US’s Cold War power but still find the term empire applicable. See
Paul A. Kramer, “Power and Connection: Imperial Histories of the United States in the World,” American
Historical Review 116, no. 5 (Dec. 2011), 1348–91; Greg Grandin, Empire’s Workshop: Latin America, the
United States, and the Rise of the New Imperialism (New York: Holt, 2007); Daniel Immerwhar, How to
Hide an Empire: A History of the Greater United States (New York: Picador, 2020); José Trías Monge,
Puerto Rico: The Trials of the Oldest Colony in the World (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1999); Gibrán Cruz-Martínez, “Puerto Rico, Colonialism, and Neocolonialism,” The Palgrave
Encyclopedia of Imperialism and Anti-Imperialism, ed. I. Ness and Z. Cope (New York: Palgrave, 2019).

11Frederick Harbison and Charles A. Myers, Education, Manpower, and Economic Growth: Strategies of
Human Resource Development (New York: McGraw Hill, 1962).

12Theodore W. Schultz, “Capital Formation by Education,” Journal of Political Economy 68, no. 6 (Dec.
1960), 571–83.

13Nils Gilman, Mandarins of the Future: Modernization Theory in Cold War America (Baltimore, MD:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003); Michael Latham, The Right Kind of Revolution: Modernization,
Development, and U.S. Foreign Policy from the Cold War to the Present (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 2010); David Ekbladh, The Great American Mission: Modernization and the Construction of an
American World Order (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010); Óscar J. Martín García and
Lorenzo Delgado Gómez-Escalonilla, Teaching Modernization: Spanish and Latin American Educational
Reform in the Cold War (New York: Berghahn, 2019).

14Walt W. Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A Non-Communist Manifesto (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1958).

15David H. Smith and Alex Inkeles, “The OM Scale: A Comparative Socio-Psychological Measure of
Individual Modernity,” American Sociological Association 29, no. 4 (Dec. 1966), 353–77.
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predispositions” smacked of ethnocentric and White supremacist notions of the
Anglo-Protestant work ethic.16

Influenced by the theories of Max Weber and Talcott Parsons, modernization the-
orists built on these ideas and made their case that schools and early childhood edu-
cational experiences were one, if not the, most important institutions for bringing
about the modernization of minds. David Lerner’s 1958 The Passing of Traditional
Society: Modernizing the Middle East, David McClelland’s 1961 The Achieving
Society, and Donald Holsinger and Alex Inkeles’s 1974 Education and Individual
Modernity in Developing Countries are just some of the many works that advanced
these claims, built on research conducted over the course of the postwar decades.17

Through a study of men in Argentina, Chile, India, Israel, Nigeria, and
Bangladesh, Inkeles and Smith concluded that early childhood was the most critical
time in an individual’s psychological development. “In all six countries,” they noted,
“education emerged as unmistakably the most powerful force. Indeed, judged by the
number of points on the OM scale a man gained for each additional year of school-
ing, education was generally two or even three times as powerful as any other single
input. In this, our conclusions are not new but rather confirm findings in several
other studies of modernity.”18

These ideas about education and modernization became embedded in the US for-
eign aid regime, beginning with President Harry Truman’s Point Four program and
taking on greater influence in John F. Kennedy’s USAID, Peace Corps, and Alliance
for Progress.19 American philanthropies also bankrolled this body of research and the
programs they inspired, working in tandem with the US government to meet
the same end goal: non-communist economic development in the Third World. As
the Ford Foundation stated in its 1955 annual report, “Only through education
and training at all levels of society can [poor nations] develop the latent talents for
realizing their political, economic and cultural aspirations in harmony with the devel-
opment of the democratic world.”20 A decade later, the philanthropic behemoth—
known for its profound policy footprint—spent well over a majority of its $352.2 mil-
lion budget on education-related initiatives, geared toward international and domestic
audiences alike.21

16Third World intellectuals have long criticized the Eurocentric premises of modernization theory. See
Frederick Cooper and Randall Packard, International Development and the Social Sciences: Essays on the
History and Politics of Knowledge (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997).

17Examples include David McClelland, The Achieving Society (New York: Free Press, 1961), and Donald
Holsinger, “The Elementary School as Modernizer,” in Education and Individual Modernity in Developing
Countries, ed. Alex Inkeles and Donald B. Holsinger (New York: Brill, 1974), 24–46; David Lerner, The
Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East (Glencoe, IL: Free Press of Glencoe, 1958);
David McClelland, The Achieving Society (New York: The Free Press, 1961); Inkeles and Holsinger,
Education and Individual Modernity in Developing Countries.

18Alex Inkeles, “Becoming Modern: Individual Change in Six Developing Countries,” Ethos 3, no. 2
(June 1975), 332.

19Latham, The Right Kind of Revolution.
20Ford Foundation, “Annual Report, 1955,” https://www.fordfoundation.org/library/annual-reports/

1955-annual-report/.
21Ford Foundation, “Annual Report, 1965,” https://www.fordfoundation.org/media/2435/1965-annual-

report.pdf.
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The belief in the overriding power of education to lift individuals and nations from
poverty held deep roots in liberal American political culture. And education served as
a favored tool in US imperial projects at the turn of the twentieth century, under the
guise of “benevolent empire.”22 Yet the belief in education as an investment in macro-
level economic growth received unprecedented federal backing in the postwar era,
fueled by social scientific research that came to profoundly influence the policy
landscape of US foreign relations.

One particularly important site to advance those theories was Puerto Rico, an
island in the Caribbean that precariously remained “foreign in a domestic sense”
during the age of global decolonization.23 A US colony since the Spanish-
Cuban-American War of 1898, Puerto Rico gained only partial sovereignty through
the Commonwealth Constitution of 1952, rendering it a territory that reflected many
characteristics of the developing world but still fell within the U.S.’s jurisdiction.
Identifying a unique opportunity, American academics flocked to postwar Puerto
Rico as island leaders embraced the role of “laboratory” of democracy and develop-
ment. As early as 1945, a group of influential Puerto Rican liberals founded the
Centro de Investigaciones Sociales (CIS) at the University of Puerto Rico-Río
Piedras (UPR-RP). The department became, according to historian Michael Lapp,
the “chief purveyor of the ideology of modernization and the primary training ground
of functionaries of the new order.”24 Scholars from the University of Chicago,
Columbia, Harvard, and other mainland universities frequented the department, con-
ducting research projects and teaching courses. John Kenneth Galbraith, Gordon
K. Lewis, C. Wright Mills, Earl Parker Hanson, Wassily Leontief, Walter Isard,
Oscar Lewis, and Carl Friedrich are just some of the many prominent liberal scholars
who spent time in Puerto Rico and produced work there. In 1953, the Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science devoted an entire issue to research
from CIS, hailing Puerto Rico’s democratic development as a beacon for the develop-
ing and postcolonial world.25 Gordon K. Lewis reflected in Puerto Rico: Freedom and
Power in the Caribbean, “In spite of its small size, no ‘underdeveloped’ society in the

22A. J. Angulo, Empire and Education: A History of Greed and Goodwill from the War of 1898 to the War
on Terror (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012); Solsiree del Moral, Negotiating Empire: The Cultural
Politics of Schools in Puerto Rico, 1898–1952 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2013); Stratton,
Education for Empire.

23Coined by the US Supreme Court, “foreign in a domestic sense” figured in the Court’s explanation of
Puerto Rico’s precarious relationship to the US in the 1901 decision Downes v. Bidwell, 182 U.S. 244. See
Christina Duffy Burnett and Burke Marshall, eds., Foreign in a Domestic Sense: Puerto Rico, American
Expansion, and the Constitution (Durham, NC, 2001). Puerto Rico elected its first native governor in
1948 and became an estado libre asociado (free associated state or “Commonwealth”) in 1952, but sover-
eignty ultimately remained in the hands of the US government, as it does to this day.

24Michael Lapp, “The Rise and Fall of Puerto Rico as Social Laboratory, 1945–1965,” Social Science
History 19, no. 2 (Summer 1995), 178; Ángel G. Quintero Rivera, “La Idología Populista y la
Institucionalización Universitaria de las Ciencias Sociales,” in Del Nacionalismo al Populismo: Cultura y
Política en Puerto Rico, ed. Silvia Alvarez-Curbelo and Maria Elena Rodriguez Castro (Río Piedras, PR:
Ediciones Huracán, 1993), 107–45.

25“Special Issue: Puerto Rico: A Study in Democratic Development,” Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 285 (Jan. 1953).
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modern world has been so thoroughly examined by the professional academic mind
as this one.”26

This North American fascination with Puerto Rico extended to education
researchers as well. Lewis pointed to the prevalence of one such academic type: “the edu-
cationist who passionately subscribes to the articles of faith of the Columbia University
Teachers College.”27 Influential publications on modernization and schooling came
from North American researchers partnering with CIS, such as Ineke Cunningham’s
Modernity and Academic Performance: A Study of Students in a Puerto Rican High
School.28 Puerto Rican scholars working from both CIS and mainland universities
also contributed to thinking about education’s link to economic development in the
postwar decades. Notably, many pushed back on the more degrading conclusions of
mainland scholars who cited Puerto Rican culture as a source of underdevelopment,
offering helpful critiques of modernization theory.29 Yet what most liberals at the
time could agree on was the central role of education on the path to “takeoff.”

Education: The “Cornerstone of Development” in Puerto Rico’s Operation
Bootstrap

“Our most abundant natural resource is human beings. From there stems the great
importance of what is done to educate and equip them for economic productivity,”
the Puerto Rican Department of Public Instruction (DIP) explained in its 1952
annual report—though the sentiment appeared often in Commonwealth literature
of the era. It also proved a leading premise of Harvey Perloff’s 1950 modernization
treatise, Puerto Rico’s Economic Future: A Study in Planned Development, which
argued that education was the “foundation stone of all progress.”30 Puerto Rican gov-
ernor Luís Muñoz Marín often referred to people as the island’s “gran riqueza oculta”
(great hidden wealth), and education the key that “unlocked the treasure.”31 From the
1940s through the 1960s, education became one of the island’s leading tools of eco-
nomic growth, a premise embraced by the Puerto Rican architects of the
Commonwealth’s development program and its North American backers.

26Gordon K. Lewis, Puerto Rico: Freedom and Power in the Caribbean (New York: Monthly Review
Press, 1963), 19.

27Lewis, Puerto Rico: Freedom and Power in the Caribbean, 20.
28Ineke Cunningham,Modernity and Academic Performance: A Study of Students in a Puerto Rican High

School (Río Piedras, PR: University of Puerto Rico, 1972).
29This was particularly true in the case of intelligence testing. See, for example, Pablo Rocá, “Problems of

Adapting Intelligence Scales from One Culture to Another,” High School Journal 38, no. 4 (Jan. 1955), 124–
31; Oscar Porrata, “Education Research in Puerto Rico,” Land of Hope in Schools, ed. Osvaldo Rodríguez
Pacheco, 179–94.

30“Informe Annual, 1952–1953,” Departamento de Instrucción Pública (DIP), Oficina del Gobernador,
Box 863 (Archivo General de Puerto Rico, hereafter AGPR); Harvey S. Perloff, Puerto Rico’s Economic
Future: A Study in Planned Development (New York: Arno Press, 1950), 212–17. Rodríguez Pacheco
noted that “Perloff’s study constitutes the best overall portrait of contemporary Puerto Rico and should
be the basis for the orientation and preparation of both the elementary and the secondary school curric-
ulum, if the school is to become the place ‘where learning and living converge.’” Pacheco, Land of Hope
in Schools, 182.

31Luís Muñoz Marín, “La Gran Riqueza Oculta,” Educación, Oct. 1952, Colección Puertorriqueña,
Archivos de la Universidad de Puerto Rico (UPR).
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In name and contents, Operation Bootstrap embodied the ideals of American
postwar development thinking. Launched in 1947, Bootstrap called for state-managed
industrialization financed largely by private capital, and a complete social, cultural,
and political overhaul. The underlying logic of Bootstrap built on strains of New
Deal thinking and Latin American mid-century developmentalism. Yet unlike
other Latin American Import Substitution Industrialization programs that promoted
domestic industry in the spirit of economic sovereignty, Bootstrap incentivized
American companies to build factories on the island with the prospect of cheap
labor and a 100 percent tax exemption.32

Known as “Manos a la Obra” in Spanish, Operation Bootstrap transformed island
society dramatically from the late 1940s through the 1960s. The Compañia de
Fomento Industrial (referred to simply as “Fomento”) became the main vehicle for
that top-down planning, led by Bootstrap’s chief engineer, Teodoro Moscoso.
Fomento prescribed the building of factories, the modernization of agricultural tech-
niques, and the building of American-style infrastructure, complete with suburbs,
highways, a Caribe Hilton Hotel, shopping malls, and, of course, modern school-
houses. A mini-Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) sprung up in the city of
Caonillas, while a Levittown appeared on the outskirts of San Juan. As a pamphlet
published by the Commonwealth described the program in 1956 during “Fomento
Week,” a celebration honoring the opening of the island’s four hundredth factory:

Looking at Puerto Rico today, it is hard to realize that only seventeen years ago
the island was an underdeveloped area typical of many underdeveloped areas
throughout the world. . . . But 1940 marked the turning point in Puerto Rico’s
history and the beginning of the Island’s dramatic uphill struggle for progress,
it was then that the plan for Operation Bootstrap began to take shape.33

Echoing the language of modernization theorists, the Commonwealth could point
to these dramatic changes in Puerto Rican life to signal progress toward modernity. In
reality, the island’s social and political life was still marked by significant levels of pov-
erty and racialized inequality—not to mention coloniality.34 Muñoz Marín and his
pro-American, anti-communist, though culturally nationalist Partido Popular
Democrático (Popular Democratic Party/PPD, also known as the “Populares”) never-
theless enjoyed high levels of public support, as many island residents benefited from
the era’s social programs and the regime suppressed an island-wide nationalist
movement.35

32There is an extensive literature on Operation Bootstrap, both critical and laudatory. For a classic
account, see James L. Dietz, Economic History of Puerto Rico: Institutional Change and Capitalist
Development (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1987).

33Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, “Operation Bootstrap,” pamphlet, 1956, Box 119, Leonard Covello
Papers, Historical Society of Pennsylvania (hereafter HSPA).

34For a discussion of the idea of “colonial modernity,” see Nicole Trujillo-Pagán, Modern Colonization
by Medical Intervention: U.S. Medicine in Puerto Rico (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2014).

35The preponderance of public support for the PPD also existed in the context of violent repression of a
nationalist movement. A law known as the Ley de la Mordaza (Gag Law) prevented Puerto Ricans from
displaying the Puerto Rican flag, singing a patriotic tune, or speaking or writing of independence between
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Amid this “reformist revolution,” education stood at the heart of Bootstrap’s
approach to social reform. Mirroring both the United States’ proclivity to turn to schools
to solve all social ills, and modernization theory’s emphasis on the modernizing capac-
ities of schools, education became what one official deemed “the island’s cornerstone of
development.”36 In the 1950s, Puerto Rico’s school-age population doubled, literacy and
community education projects proliferated, and education received the greatest alloca-
tion within the island’s budget and employed more people than any other public sector.
As Auxiliary Secretary of Education Osvaldo Rodríguez Pacheco described the situation,
“Education is almost the entire answer to the problem of the Island.”37

Quoting Perloff’s modernization theory-inspired book directly, the DIP explained
how the massive effort to expand education was directly linked to what it termed the
“batalla de la producción” (battle of production), or drive toward industrialization. To
this end, the island needed to produce skilled and trained workers, technicians, engi-
neers, and capable managers with disciplined work ethics able to operate new
machinery and run the factories of tomorrow: “Our industrial destiny depends almost
exclusively on the quality of our workforce.”38 In 1951 the Puerto Rican Planning
Board outlined a list of priorities to be supported by government expenditures.
Education made the “first priority group,” along with industrial and agricultural
development. The report stated: “Puerto Rico cannot hope to make success of its
industrial and agricultural improvement programs unless there can be provided a
substantial pool of well-trained skilled workers with a firm grasp of modern industrial
and agricultural techniques. Thus the provision of basic primary education for all
children, extending into specialized vocational education for many of them, is one
of prime necessity for any economic development program.”39

Owing to this belief in education’s link to industrial development, the DIP was
tasked with preparing a modern workforce.40 Schooling for basic literacy and in tra-
ditional subjects helped fulfill this mission, as did the vast vocational education pro-
grams developed by the Populares. The 1917 Smith-Hughes Act, which allocated
federal funds for vocational education on the mainland, had been extended to
Puerto Rico in 1931 during the Great Depression, and the George-Barden Act had
allocated even more funds for the same purpose during World War II.41 Postwar
reforms not only built on these earlier efforts, but sent them into overdrive. After
the war, a vocational school serving three thousand students opened in San Juan,
the Metropolitan Vocational School, preparing pupils for work in over fifty trades.
Later, the DIP decentralized the school, and outposts opened across the island

1948 and 1957, while FBI-backed police forces kept files on island Nationalists for decades and jailed its
leaders, including Pedro Albizu Campos.

36Pico, “The School, Cornerstone of Development in Puerto Rico,” Land of Hope in Schools, ed. Osvaldo
Rodríguez Pacheco.

37Pico, “The School, Cornerstone of Development in Puerto Rico.”
38“Informe Annual, 1952–1953.”
39Puerto Rico Planning Board as quoted in Pacheco, “Education and Economic Growth in Puerto Rico,”

A Land of Hope in Schools, 307.
40Pacheco, “Education and Economic Growth in Puerto Rico,” 297–320.
41“Veinticinco Años de Servicios al Pueblo de Puerto Rico: Instrucción Vocacional, 1932–1957,” DIP,

División de Instrucción Vocacional, Oficina del Gobernador, Box 11221, AGPR.
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training both children and adults in numerous occupational fields believed to befit a
modern capitalist economy such as bookkeeping, file clerking, sales, stenography, and
electrical work.42 While around 5,700 pupils engaged in some sort of vocational edu-
cation in 1932, that number reached a staggering 110,000 by 1957, the year in which
Muñoz Marín declared March “Vocational Education Month” islandwide.43

This emphasis on vocational education aimed to prepare Puerto Rican students for
work in new Bootstrap factories, and to create both the managerial and disciplined
working classes the island was believed to lack.44 “When you think we live at the precise
moment, the critical moment in which we are to diversify industrially our way of life;
that we are leaving a rural culture to enter into another urban universal culture . . .
the exceptional mission of these vocational schools is understood,” Enrique Laguerre,
Puerto Rican novelist and director of the Department of Hispanic Studies at the
Catholic University of Ponce, reflected in a 1954 article.45 All of these programs helped
produce what was termed a “clima industrial” (industrial climate), the necessary precon-
dition for mainland capital investment and industrialization.

Yet ultimately, in order for these investments in human capital to succeed, minds
needed to be modernized and not just trained. The Commonwealth government
therefore initiated a number of education reforms specifically targeted at spurring
individual psychological modernity in Puerto Rican citizens. After all,
Anglo-American modernizers believed that Puerto Rican society contained many
of the habits of traditional societies as defined by modernization theorists, particu-
larly in rural communities. Henry Wells, who wrote The Modernization of Puerto
Rico, cited a number of sociological studies that contrasted the value system of tradi-
tional Hispanic societies with modern Anglo-American ones, citing such character-
istics as “fatalism” that led one to accept their lot in life to describe Puerto Rican
and Hispanic culture, while noting its contrast to the optimism and belief in upward
mobility of Anglo-American go-getters.46 Other continental scholars saw Puerto
Rican culture as an example of the “mañana spirit,” along with similar traits long
associated with the “Black Legend”—an anti-Spanish idea positing that Latin
America had developed negatively in comparison with the United States because of
its Iberian Catholic heritage, as opposed to a British Protestant one.47

42Oscar E. Porrata, “Informe Annual, 1950–1951,” Facultad de Pedagogía, Colegio de Educación,
Archivos Universitarios, UPR.

43Porrata, “Informe Annual, 1950–1951.”
44“Otros 4,808 Obreros Adiestrados Para Servir en Industrias Nuevas,” Educación, Sept. 1951;

“Vocacional Adiestra Miles de Obreros,” Educación, Oct. 1952; “Tiene Exito el Proyecto Académico
Vocacional de la Escuela Superior,” Educación, April 1952, Colección Puertorriqueña, UPR. For more
on the history of vocational education in colonial contexts, see Stratton, Education for Empire; Del
Moral, Negotiating Empire; Glenn Anthony May, “The Business of Education in the Colonial
Philippines, 1909–1930,” Colonial Crucible, 151–62. For the history of vocational education on the main-
land, see Herbert M. Kliebard, Schooled to Work: Vocationalism and the American Curriculum, 1876–1946
(New York: Teachers College Press, 1999).

45Enrique Laguerre, “Vocational Education,” Land of Hope in Schools, ed. Osvaldo Rodríguez Pacheco,
174.

46Henry Wells, The Modernization of Puerto Rico (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1969).
47Rafael Pico, introduction to Transformation, by Hanson. For more on the “Black Legend,” see

Victoria-María MacDonald, “Hispanic, Latino, Chicano, or ‘Other’?: Deconstructing the Relationship
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While Puerto Ricans rejected the more offensive of these characterizations and
supported a program of cultural nationalism called Operation Serenidad to com-
plement Bootstrap, a number of Commonwealth education reforms nevertheless
adopted these ideas.48 Island education programs attempted to combat the suppos-
edly traditional values of the working classes and replace them with modern dis-
positions that the Euro-descended elite were already believed to possess. This
paternalistic and demeaning attitude directed toward the working class—a popula-
tion with greater African and indigenous ancestry—was certainly not new in the
Puerto Rican context and had influenced education on the island since the
American takeover in 1898.49 Yet it continued apace in the postwar world, reflect-
ing new social science discourses and elite forms of negotiation with American
empire.

The Division of Community Education (DIVEDCO), for example, played a key
role in teaching adult learners how to be modern. Launched in 1949 and modeled
on the community education programs of the TVA, and the Spanish and Mexican
misiones pedagógicas from the 1930s—state-led programs that brought books, films,
and literacy education to rural areas—DIVEDCO functioned to instill values on
the OM scale to everyday Puerto Ricans through educational films and
community-led “discussion circles.”50 In practice, this meant program officials
would travel around the island selecting community members for leadership training
over the course of a few weeks in the capital. These men would then return to their
villages or urban neighborhoods and liaise with DIVEDCO employees to hold com-
munity meetings and show educational films related to topics such as health, hygiene,
and democratic citizenship.51 By the mid- ’50s, the program already included more
than four hundred community leaders trained for work at the neighborhood level
in rural and urban areas, and had “no fewer than 105 projects of community action”
underway.52

If the late 1940s and 1950s were a time of rapid educational expansion, the 1960s
continued the embrace of education for economic growth. In a speech before the leg-
islature in 1960, Governor Muñoz Marín declared:

between Historians and Hispanic-American Educational History,” History of Education Quarterly 41, no. 4
(Autumn 2001), 365–413.

48Steven Dike, “La Vida en la Colonia: Oscar Lewis, the Culture of Poverty, and the Struggle for the
Meaning of the Puerto Rican Nation,” CENTRO Journal 26, no.1 (Spring 2014), 172–91; Arlene Dávila,
Sponsored Identities: Cultural Politics in Puerto Rico (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1997);
Lefty, “Seize the Schools.”

49For more on the race and class dimensions of early twentieth-century education reform in Puerto Rico,
see Del Moral, Negotiating Empire.

50Cati Marsh Kennerley, Negociaciones Culturales: Los Intelectuales y el Proyecto Pedagógico del Estado
Muñocista (San Juan, PR: Ediciones Callejón, 2009); Goldstein, Poverty in Common.

51Hanson, “Civic Employment,” Transformation, 336–50.
52“Implementation,” Box 1, Folder 1, Administración-DIVEDCO, AGPR; “Community Education

Program in Puerto Rico,” Division of Community Education, Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, Box 2,
División de Educación de la Comunidad-DIVEDCO, AGPR. See also Cati Marsh Kennerley, “Cultural
Negotiations: Puerto Rican Intellectuals in a State-Sponsored Community Education Project, 1948–
1958,” Harvard Educational Review 73, no. 3 (Fall 2013), 434.
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Education should preoccupy us profoundly. I reclaim for it the highest priority
before the thought of all Puerto Ricans. And I reclaim it not only for its spiritual
meaning . . . but also because our goal of giving a grand and wide economic base
to our people’s culture will tragically perish if we do not intensify and improve
greatly and deeply the educational effort.53

Heeding this call, the Commonwealth spent a greater percentage of its GDP on
education than any state in the Union and, according to its own account, more
than any other nation in the world.54 Rafael Pico, serving as president of Fomento,
captured the role of education in postwar Puerto Rico perfectly in a 1960 speech
to the island’s teachers union: “Obviously, these two manifestations of progress,
the economic and the scholastic, are intimately intertwined and the school is the cor-
nerstone of general development.”55 By 1969, Ivan Illich—who began his career as a
parish priest on the island before rising to fame in left-leaning education circles in
Mexico and around the world—noted that in regard to education, “in no other social
activity is so large a proportion of the total population of Puerto Rico involved.”56

The Bootstrap in Latin America: Education in the Alliance for Progress

Owing to its initial success, Operation Bootstrap quickly became a development dar-
ling in the early years of the Cold War. Capitalizing on Truman’s Point Four
announcement in 1949, which launched American foreign aid, Governor Muñoz
Marín and his political cohort attempted to position the island as a Point Four show-
case in the Caribbean.57 Muñoz Marín and his allies invited hundreds of government
officials and technical advisors from the “underdeveloped world” to the island
throughout the next decade and shared their successes at UN conferences and various
international gatherings. Between 1950 and 1956, for example, over three thousand
doctors, nurses, agronomists, civil engineers, planners, and educators visited the
island. Thousands more would spend time in Puerto Rico throughout the course
of the next decade from nations around the globe. The US government, UNESCO,
and private foundations such as Ford provided funds for these trips to the “island
of how-to-do-it.”58 Programs like DIVEDCO and the island’s vocational, home eco-
nomics, and rural education programs were held up as exemplars in the growing field
of international development.59

53Muñoz Marín as quoted in Maldonado Rivera, Historia Crítica de la Educación en Puerto Rico:
Antecedentes y Etapa Fundacional (San Juan, PR: Ediciones Mágica, 2013), 96.

54Rafael Pico, “The School as Cornerstone of Development,” A Land of Hope in Schools, 259.
55Rafael Pico, “The School as Cornerstone of Development,” A Land of Hope in Schools, 259.
56Ivan Illich, “Commencement at the University of Puerto Rico,” New York Review of Books, Oct. 9,

1969.
57Muñoz Marín as quoted in Goldstein, Poverty in Common, 6.
58Harold Underhill, “Puerto Rico: A Showcase of Democracy,” The Diplomat, Jan. 1961; “A Pilgrimage

to Puerto Rico . . . Underdeveloped World Finds Out How It’s Done,” Folder 19, Box 113, Covello Papers,
HSPA.

59“Commonwealth Formula Urged on Caribbean,” News Bulletin, Department of State, Commonwealth
of Puerto Rico, May 1956, Box 15, Folder 9, Archives of the Puerto Rican Diaspora, Hunter College, CUNY
(hereafter El Centro).
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While Governor Muñoz Marín and the PPD were adept public relations experts
themselves, skilled in the art of colonial negotiation, they also cultivated a cadre of
Bootstrap boosters to publicize the “miracle in the Caribbean.” An array of liberal
American academics and journalists traveled to Puerto Rico and wrote complimen-
tary books and articles about the island’s development program.60 Bootstrap graced
the cover of Life magazine in 1949, and Muñoz Marín appeared on the cover of
Time in June of 1958. Puerto Rico is a “microcosm of modern world trends,” Earl
Parker Hanson, one such intermediary, proclaimed in his Transformation: The
Story of Modern Puerto Rico, the four-hundred-page tome referenced at the beginning
of this article. Extolling the virtues of Operation Bootstrap and Muñoz Marín’s lead-
ership, Hanson gushed, “Puerto Rico remains a working advertisement of American
democracy. . . . With the world torn between two fundamentally basic philosophies,
thousands of visitors to the island, from all parts of the world, see what Puerto
Rico has done and is doing, and go home again saying, ‘This is America’s answer
to communism.’”61

The Rockefeller, Ford, and Carnegie Foundations, along with the US State
Department, also aided in Puerto Rico’s influence in the region. Ford’s Paul
Harrison, for example, noted in the 1950s that the Ford Fund for the
Advancement of Education was interested in “the idea that some things done in
Puerto Rico would have applicability in other Latin America areas.”62 Chester
Bowles, writing as a congressman serving on the Committee for Foreign Affairs
before being promoted to undersecretary of state by Kennedy, wrote to his Puerto
Rican counterpart, Arturo Morales Carrión, stating, “In the years ahead, it seems
to me, Puerto Rico can make a very real contribution to American foreign policy. . . .
I wonder if it might not be possible to encourage a group of able young Puerto Ricans
each year to enter the foreign service on a career basis. In the meantime, I would like
to see the appointment of outstanding Puerto Ricans at all levels in the State
Department, from assistant secretary of Latin American affairs on down.”63 Indeed,
Puerto Rican statesmen did travel widely across the hemisphere and world in the
postwar decades. Speaking as a US Representative to the United Nations in March
of 1961, Bootstrap architect Teodoro Moscoso discussed the “factors of highest pri-
ority” to the underdeveloped nations of the world: the first being a sound governmen-
tal structure with adequate budgeting, personnel and auditing, and second,
“Education. Industrialization . . . requires brain power and the first step in its devel-
opment is literacy.”64

By the 1960s, Puerto Rico became even more strategic in hemispheric affairs. After
the Cuban Revolution and Fidel Castro’s fiery United Nations speech denouncing
Yankee imperialism, Kennedy and his team turned their attention more purposefully
southward. At a formal dinner in Punta del Este, Uruguay, in August 1961, Kennedy
announced the launch of the Alliance for Progress, an aid program designed

60Lapp, “The Rise and Fall of Puerto Rico as Social Laboratory.”
61Hanson, Transformation, 2, 403.
62Paul Harrison to Mariano Villaronga, undated, Oficina del Gobernador, AGPR.
63Chester Bowles to Arturo Morales Carrión, Feb. 1, 1960, Universidad Interamericana de Puerto Rico,

Digital Archives.
64James Feron, “Puerto Rico Cited in U.N. as a Model,” New York Times, March 30, 1961.
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specifically for Latin America. Part Marshall Plan, part Truman Doctrine, the pro-
gram attempted to use development aid to both promote goodwill and protect against
the spread of communism.65

Agreeing with the Puerto Rican governor’s identification of his island as a “meet-
ing place of both Latin American and North American cultures” that could do much
toward “reconciling the two,” Kennedy appointed Puerto Rico’s Moscoso to help lead
the way.66 By that time, Moscoso was already a well-known figure in the State
Department. He made a name for himself as the mastermind behind Bootstrap
and gained a positive reputation as a proactive “bumblebee” of an economist who
likewise maintained a “charming, flexible, and modest” personality, according to a
New York Times profile.67 Kennedy had appointed him ambassador of Venezuela,
and then as regional administrator for Latin America in the new USAID program,
also launched in 1961. Soon after, JFK called on Moscoso and Puerto Rican under-
secretary of state Arturo Morales Carrión (who Bowles had written to in the letter
referenced above) to join the initial Task Force for Latin America that eventually pro-
duced the plan for the Alliance. Later, Moscoso would serve as a leading Alliance
coordinator. Historian and Kennedy aide Arthur Schlesinger Jr. noted, “The Puerto
Rican experience, indeed, was an important source of ideas behind the Alliance.”68

Though Moscoso and Kennedy would later lock horns, and Puerto Rico was by no
means the only influence, Operation Bootstrap’s DNA became embedded in the
Alliance.

Perhaps not surprisingly, given Bootstrap’s influence and the reigning social
science of the day, education figured prominently in the new development program.
In every Alliance recipient country, education programs received a significant alloca-
tion of the aid budget, funding community education programs, teacher training,
vocational education, home economics courses, and literacy projects. Kennedy was
careful to stress that the Alliance included all sectors of society, but “above all, the
young people of the Americas.” One of the five leading goals of the Alliance was
to achieve universal literacy by 1970, and the very first resolution of the original
1961 planning document was a Ten-Year Education Program. “The low educational
levels in Latin American countries are at the same time the result and the cause of
their economic and social situation,” the resolution read. “Under proper conditions,
investments in education have the highest cultural, social and economic multiplier
effect on national development; [i]t is essential to integrate educational development
plans into the national development programs, in order to ensure the success of the
Alliance for Progress and the maximum yield from the resources allocated to educa-
tion.”69 The US therefore called upon the participating nations to develop education

65Eric Holden and Eric Zolov, eds., Latin America and the United States: A Documentary History, 2nd
ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).

66Hanson, Transformation, 326.
67“Puerto Rico’s Uplifter: José Teodoro Moscoso Mora Rodriguez,” New York Times, March 30, 1961,

Box 60, Folder “Teodoro Moscoso,” Nelson A. Rockefeller Personal Papers, Countries, Series E, RAC.
68Dennis Merrill, Negotiating Paradise: U.S. Tourism and Empire in Twentieth-Century Latin America

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009).
69Alliance for Progress: Official Documents Emanating from the Special Meeting of the Inter-American

Economic and Social Council at the Ministerial Level, Punta del Este, Uruguay, Aug. 5 to 17, 1961
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reform plans, which suggested at least six years of compulsory elementary education,
systemic adult and rural education campaigns, and the expansion of vocational edu-
cation, among other policies, in line with the education reforms underway in Puerto
Rico.70

As modernization theorist Lucian Pye noted in 1965, “one of every five American
dollars in technical aid is now being channeled into assisting education, and in a
majority of the developing countries education receives a higher proportion of the
national budget than is common in Europe.”71 During this era, Latin America expe-
rienced the highest rates of educational growth in the world. These Alliance funds,
supplemented by technical assistance loans from the Organization of American
States and UNESCO, bankrolled youth, community, and adult education programs
from Mexico to Argentina. Paulo Freire’s famous adult literacy initiatives in north-
eastern Brazil became an early Alliance for Progress grantee, though the program’s
turn leftward also rendered it a key Cold War battleground and target of the
US-backed right-wing dictatorship, foreshadowing the U.S.’s general turn in its inter-
ventionist approach from “development to dictatorship” in the region.72 In this con-
text, DIP officials, DIVEDCO employees, and the University of Puerto Rico’s
Education Faculty continued its laboratory and technical assistance role it began
under Point Four. In 1963, for example, 340 Dominican teachers participated in a
teacher training seminar through UPR’s College of Pedagogy, while the following
year brought teachers from Peru to share “modern” teaching techniques, all with
Alliance funds.73

The Kennedy administration likewise launched USAID and the Peace Corps in
1961 as part of its broader foreign aid and anti-communist project. Just as with
Point Four and the Alliance for Progress, Puerto Rican leaders were poised to
serve. Muñoz Marín invited Peace Corps head Sargent Shriver to train volunteers
on the island before they headed off to other sites in Latin America. In addition to
taking up residence with Puerto Rican families in the countryside, training at
camps near Arecibo and Río Abajo, corpsmen and women would take the obligatory
Bootstrap tours of the island’s industrial and educational showcase projects and were
encouraged to duplicate similar efforts abroad.74 They also took courses at UPR, such
as home economics and English as a Second Language (ESL) before serving in coun-
tries across Latin America.75 In fact, faculty members at the university helped develop

(Washington, DC: Pan American Union, General Secretariat, Organization of American States, 1961), dig-
itized by Google. For more on the rise of the idea of “human capital theory” and its relationship to edu-
cation and development in postwar Latin America, see José Solano Apízar, Educación y Desarrollo en
América Látina: Un Analísis Historico-conceptual (San José, Costa Rica: Editorial Universidad Nacional,
2001).
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the curriculum for Peace Corps teachers teaching English abroad, having much expe-
rience with ESL and bilingual pedagogy in the context of colonial language policies.
As Shriver noted upon his return from a 1961 visit, “We selected this site because
Puerto Rico has a very fine record of advances in rural community development
and because it has a number of experts who are good at teaching this sort of
thing.”76 Yet those working in the Third World were not the only ones interested
in what Puerto Rico was doing. Community development would also become a help-
ful skillset as the US embarked on its own War on Poverty at home, led by Shriver
himself.

The Bootstrap Comes Home in the War on Poverty: Education for Self-Help and
Takeoff in New York

Writing in 1959, New York City-based education activist Ellen Lurie wrote to
DIVEDCO director Fred Wale, hoping she could gain some insight from the
Puerto Rican community education program for her work in East Harlem. “We
are very interested in your community leaders training program,” she explained.
“We are planning to initiate a series of lay leadership training courses in East
Harlem and I would be delighted to receive from you any material your office
might have either in Spanish or English which would give us help in setting up
our program.”77 She then cc’d the principal of East Harlem’s Benjamin Franklin
High School, Leonard Covello, an influential school leader who became well
known for his work in intercultural community education. Covello maintained
close ties with island leadership in the 1940s and ’50s as his school population
became increasingly Puerto Rican, and eventually worked directly for the
Commonwealth after retiring from Franklin High School. Lurie knew he would be
traveling to Puerto Rico to meet with island officials and hoped he could pick up
materials to bring back to New York. What was happening on the island, in the con-
text of Bootstrap, seemed particularly useful to the work being done in El Barrio.

As ideas about education’s role in economic development were being written into
the architecture of Operation Bootstrap and various foreign aid programs, domestic
poverty was also surfacing in the analysis of liberal policymakers as a recognized
problem for the first time since the Great Depression. As recent research has high-
lighted, when the Kennedy and Johnson administrations sought expertise on dealing
with these matters as part of their New Frontier and Great Society initiatives, they
turned to those who could claim the most significant poverty-fighting expertise:
Cold Warriors who had been working with development aid in Asia, Africa, the
Middle East, and Latin America.78 As historian Daniel Immerwhar explains,
“Many of the architects of the War on Poverty had direct experience with community

76“Peace Corps Will Train Forces in Puerto Rico,” Washington Post, July 11, 1961.
77Ellen Lurie to Fred Wale, January 16, 1959, Box 106, Folder 1, Covello Papers, HSPA. Letters from the

mid and late 1950s also capture New York-based educator Leonard Covello writing to Wale asking for sim-
ilar materials on DIVEDCO.

78Immerwahr, Thinking Small; Goldstein, Poverty in Common; Offner, Sorting Out the Mixed Economy;
and Sheyda Jahanbani, “‘Across the Ocean, Across the Tracks’: Imagining Global Poverty in Cold War
America,” Journal of American Studies 48, no. 4 (2014), 937–74.
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projects abroad. The reason was simple. Having spent so much time busying itself
with the economics of prosperity, the US government lacked domestic expertise in
the area of persistent poverty. The people in government with poverty-fighting on
their résumés tended to have accrued that experience in foreign lands.”79 Figures
like Shriver, who headed both the Peace Corps and the Office of Economic
Opportunity, or David Bell, who worked for USAID before taking a lead role with
the Ford Foundation as it became heavily involved with urban community develop-
ment, are just two of the many figures who evidence the global nature of postwar anti-
poverty work. Amy Offner confirms this argument but places a more pronounced
emphasis on the Alliance for Progress, arguing that “one way to trace the route
from the New Deal to the Great Society is by traveling through Latin America.”80

As I argue in this article, Puerto Rico became a crucial stop along that journey.
Domestic P-12 education policy should not be divorced from this broader global

context. Starting tepidly and on the local and state level in the 1950s and picking up
full steam in the 1960s with the Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Crime Act, the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the education programs of the
War on Poverty, and the myriad initiatives enacted at the state and district levels, edu-
cation became one of the key levers to combat poverty and racialized inequality in the
United States. President Johnson famously declared upon the signing of the ESEA
from a Texas schoolhouse in 1965, “education is the only valid passport from poverty,”
and emphasized in the early planning stages of the War on Poverty, “We are going to
eliminate poverty through education. . . . This is not going to be a handout, this is going
to be something where people are going to learn their way out of poverty.”81 True to his
word, Johnson poured unprecedented billions of dollars of federal aid per year into early
childhood, K-12, and community-based education projects. Programs such as the
ESEA’s Title I, Head Start, the Teacher Corps, bilingual education, and Community
Action Programs (CAPs) became hallmarks of the era’s social policy.

Yet in many ways this sentiment—that people are going to learn their way out of
poverty—had been honed most acutely in the colonial Commonwealth of Puerto Rico
and across Latin America for the past decade. Education for poverty relief and human
capital development in the nation’s poorest and racialized communities—neighbor-
hoods racked by upheaval and potentially “un-American sympathies”—also became
recipients of similar programming. “From the time of the Point Four program, the
American government has been sponsoring programs of community development
in backwards nations throughout the world,” Daniel Patrick Moynihan, one of the
key architects of the War on Poverty and author of the infamous Moynihan
Report, wrote in 1966. “The program was and is a great popular success, and the
idea of doing something of the sort through Community Action Programs with
the ‘underdeveloped peoples of the United States’ came as a direct and obvious car-
ryover.”82 As Puerto Rican secretary of education Ángel Quintero Alfaro noted in the

79Immerwahr, Thinking Small, 137.
80Offner, Sorting Out the Mixed Economy, 15.
81Johnson as quoted in Harold Silver and Pamela Silver, The Educational War on Poverty: American and
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82Daniel Patrick Moynihan, “What Is ‘Community Action’?,” Public Interest (Fall 1966), 5.
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early ’70s, reflecting the sentiment of the preceding decade, “In many places in the
United States, especially in its centers of leadership, they are looking toward
Puerto Rico with a new interest. The idea is growing of Puerto Rico as a possible
‘model’ to facilitate innovation and social change, in Spanish-origin societies and
communities that speak Spanish.”83 This was particularly true in New York—the
nation’s largest city, an influential policy incubator for the rest of the country, and
a city with a large and growing Black and Puerto Rican population.

Already beginning in the 1950s, New York City’s educational landscape became
tightly bound through transnational colonial connections to the island of Puerto
Rico, through its liberal establishment and the Diaspora.84 Crucial to Operation
Bootstrap’s success was the outmigration of thousands of Puerto Rican citizens to
the mainland, a solution encouraged by the Commonwealth government.85 This
meant that while Puerto Rico served as a “showcase” and “laboratory” in the
Caribbean, the Puerto Rican Great Migration brought over five hundred thousand
migrants (around one-third of the island’s population) to the mainland—mostly to
New York City—between 1948 and 1970. By the early 1960s, Puerto Rican children
made up around a quarter of the New York City student population.86 Puerto Rican
citizens, mainland-based Puerto Rican government officials, and mainland liberals
interested in Puerto Rico and its Diaspora became key nodes linking education
and anti-poverty projects in the Caribbean and Latin America to their domestic coun-
terparts in the US.

Embracing Bootstrap wisdom, the Commonwealth government’s work in
New York emphasized education as a preferred ladder of social mobility for the state-
side community, which was quickly labeled a “problem” by the media and faced high
levels of poverty. The Migration Division, the mainland branch of the
Commonwealth, aided migrants in securing jobs and finding housing, but threw sig-
nificant weight into the realm of education, partnering with and lobbying the NYC
Board of Education to better meet the needs of Puerto Rican students.87 The
Migration Division held numerous workshops and published countless informational
pamphlets for New York educators in the 1950s, and worked with the NYC BOE to
disseminate resources like “Phrases with Spanish Equivalents for Use in Schools: An
Aid for Teachers of Puerto Rican Background,” in addition to The Puerto Rican
Study, a multi-year project completed in 1958 that brought island and mainland

83Ángel G. Quintero Alfaro, Educación y Cambio Social en Puerto Rico: Una Epoca Críticia (San Juan,
PR: Editorial Universitaria, 1972), 22.

84For more on the term transnational colonial, see Jorge Duany, The Puerto Rican Nation on the Move:
Identities on the Island and in the United States (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002).
Duany explains how “the Puerto Rican diaspora is both transnational, because it involves crossing the cul-
tural borders between the island and the U.S. mainland, and colonial, because it does not entail traveling
across the legal boundaries between independent states,” 103.

85Edgardo Meléndez, Sponsored Migration: The State and Puerto Rican Migration to the United States
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2017).

86“Bilingual Education: A Statement of Policy and Proposed Action of the Regents of the University of
the State of New York,” New York State Education Department, Albany, NY, Aug. 1972, https://eric.ed.gov/
?id=ED069840.

87Lefty, “Seize the Schools”; Lorrin Thomas, Puerto Rican Citizen: History and Political Identity in
Twentieth Century New York (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013).
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researchers and policymakers together to produce a massive report on the state of
Puerto Rican education in the Big Apple.88

Notably, Puerto Rican officials in New York benefited from heightened political
leverage, unlike representatives of some other (im)migrant communities. This owed
to Puerto Ricans’ status as US citizens, the island’s strategic role in the Caribbean,
and the capital-friendly nature of Bootstrap favored by New York’s business and
political elites, including longtime New York governor and eventual vice president
Nelson Rockefeller. Rockefeller, who served as Coordinator of Inter-American
Affairs from 1940 to 1958 before assuming the governorship of the Empire State
from 1959 to 1973, maintained close and amicable ties with Governor Muñoz
Marín and PPD leaders, and visited the island frequently.

The Migration Division’s advocacy responded to the in-time challenges faced by
Puerto Rican students in New York, but was also significantly informed by the
Commonwealth’s experience with education reform under Bootstrap. DIVEDCO
films and Commonwealth curricular materials were sometimes used directly in
New York City classrooms. Consequently, much of the early education advocacy
by the Migration Division and their New York allies embraced the discourses of
human capital theory and self-help that permeated the island. Quoting Governor
Muñoz Marín directly in a speech on Puerto Rican attitudes toward school integra-
tion in New York, Migration Division director Joseph Monserrat—a key figure link-
ing island and mainland education politics—stated, “The greatest resource which
must be tapped . . . is people. The great task is to unlock their creative energies,
and the great first step is reached when they join together to work with enthusiasm
and purpose, armed with adequate technical tools to achieve their own salvation.”89

These ideas about people as the community’s great hidden wealth clearly echoed the
human capital theory and community education discourses that Muñoz Marín and
the DIP propagated on the island.

The self-help ethos that became a feature of postwar New York Puerto Rican edu-
cation advocacy also closely mirrored the spirit and language of DIVEDCO and the
Alliance for Progress. After all, Puerto Rico was an important node (though certainly
not the only source of influence) for the early development and dissemination of the
“community action” paradigm, which came to influence domestic postwar anti-
poverty and education policy. The law that created DIVEDCO in 1949 described
its goal as “giving the communities, and the Puerto Rican community as a whole,
the desire, the tendency and the means to use its aptitudes for solving many of its
own problems in the areas of health, education, cooperation, and social life, through
the action of the community itself.”90 Other island-wide community action programs

88J. Cayce Morrison, New York Board of Education, “The Puerto Rican Study, 1953–1957: A report on
the education and adjustment of Puerto Ricans in the Public Schools of the City of New York,” New York
Board of Education, 1958. Another example is “Your American Student from Puerto Rico,” Board of
Education of the City of New York, Sept. 1956, Board of Education of the City of New York, Box 102,
Folder 15, Covello Papers, HSPA.

89Joseph Monserrat, “School Integration: A Puerto Rican View,” address given before the Conference on
Integration in New York City Public Schools at Teachers College, Columbia University, May 1, 1963, Box
119, Covello Papers, HSPA.

90Kennerley, “Cultural Negotiations”, 419–20.
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developed in the 1950s, like those for housing and rural affairs, also relied explicitly
on the “Christian principle of self-help and mutual aid.”91 Puerto Rican officials also
proved influential in warning American statespeople in the crafting of the Alliance for
Progress that “if the masses do not feel that they are participating in the advance of
the economy, they will not support a development program indefinitely.”92 UPR
chancellor Jaime Benítez exhorted his US compatriots to remember that “people
are not saved, they save themselves.”93 By the time the Ford Foundation’s community
action conference was held in San Juan in 1964, Puerto Ricans and Latin Americans
had already been putting the idea of participation by the poor into practice—on the
island, mainland, and across the hemisphere. In fact, Muñoz Marín’s efforts under
Bootstrap were described as early as 1953 in the New York Times as a “war on
poverty.”94

The rhetoric of self-help occupied a particularly prominent role in liberal Puerto
Rican education advocacy in New York. One Migration Division publication charac-
terized its work as “Helping Puerto Ricans Help Themselves: Ten Years of Service,”
which struck many of the same chords as DIVEDCO publications.95 Grassroots orga-
nizations of the 1950s also embraced the self-help mantra, as migrants brought expe-
riences from the island and recognized the strategic potential of bootstrap rhetoric in
an ardently anti-communist postwar America.96 In 1958, for example, the Council of
Spanish-American Organizations entitled their sixth annual conference “We Help
Ourselves.”97 The Fuerza Unida Puertorriqueña claimed as one of its objectives:
“to get them [the Puerto Rican community] to work as a community, and recognize
and solve their own problems.”98 The Puerto Rican Association for Community
Affairs also held a number of youth conferences with self-help as a centerpiece.99

Antonia Pantoja, founder and director of the Puerto Rican youth development orga-
nization Aspira, adopted similar rhetoric, though she noted that it was also important

91Department of Agriculture and Commerce, Social Programs Administration, “The Community Action
Plan,” Santurce, Puerto Rico, April 1955, Universidad Interamericana, Digital Archive.

92“Puerto Rico’s Uplifter; Jose Teodoro Moscoso Mora Rodriguez,” New York Times, March 30, 1961.
93Jaime Benítez, “On Communist Challenges and Democratic Answers in Latin America,” speech given

at “Our Changing World” conference, University of Michigan, December 7, 1962, Box 2, Folder “Latin
America-General,” Ford Foundation Records, International Division, Latin America and the Caribbean,
Office Files of Peter A. Frankel, RAC, Sleepy Hollow, New York.

94“Puerto Rico Marks Constitution Day: On First Anniversary Governor Hails Gains since 1940 and
Stresses War on Poverty,” New York Times, July 26, 1953. Goldstein highlights the influence of
DIVEDCO on the War on Poverty in Poverty in Common, and Offner mentions the influence of the island’s
self-help programs on the Alliance for Progress and US development projects, which came to influence
domestic welfare and housing policy.

95“Helping Puerto Ricans Help Themselves: Ten Years of Service,” Joseph Monserrat Papers, El Centro.
96“Puerto Ricans Meet: Self-Help Discussion Held at East Side Settlement,” New York Times, Jan. 29,

1960; “Puerto Ricans Here Ask Drive to Train Youths for Future,” New York Times, March 5, 1961.
97“Council of Spanish-American Organizations of Greater New York, Sixth Annual Conference, April

19, 1958, “We Help Ourselves,” Box 5, Folder “Book (1953–1957),” Ellen Lurie Papers, El Centro.
98Pamphlet, “Homenaje a Puerto Rico,” Fuerza Unida Puertorriqueña, Box 60, Folder “Teodoro

Moscoso,” Nelson A. Rockefeller Papers, RAC.
99Cecilia Núñez, “Progress Through Education,” in We, the New Yorkers, Contribute: Report, Puerto

Rican Youth Conference, Puerto Rican Association for Community Affairs, 1960, Box 102, Folder 10,
Covello Papers, HSPA.
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for the New York Puerto Rican community to help themselves away from the con-
trolling supervision of the Commonwealth’s Migration Division.100 While Puerto
Rico and its Diaspora were not the sole source of these self-help or community action
ideas, which claim a long and multi-rooted history (especially in colonial contexts
and Black political thought), it is important to note that they had been deployed
on the island since the late 1940s and brought to local education politics in
New York via transnational colonial networks.

In fact, while these programs and materials brought the spirit of Bootstrap to
New York, the Commonwealth also brought New Yorkers directly to Bootstrap.
Goodwill exchange trips served as a favorite Commonwealth public relations
tool.101 Puerto Rican education commissioner Mariano Villaronga spearheaded the
program Operation Understanding, a teacher exchange program meant to educate
mainland teachers and administrators as well as their island counterparts on how
to improve the academic achievement of Puerto Rican students in New York.102

Around twelve New York-based teachers were flown to Puerto Rico every year to
learn more about the island and its culture, in hopes of taking these lessons back
to New York City schools. Around the same number of island-based educators
were then brought to New York to serve as Substitute Auxiliary Teachers,
Spanish-speaking liaisons that Puerto Rican leaders had successfully advocated the
NYC BOE to hire.103

UPR’s dean of education, Pedro Cebollero, also made a trip to New York in the late
1940s to establish contacts with mainland educators and policymakers, resulting in
the “New York University Workshop-Field Study in Puerto Rican Education and
Culture,” led by NYU early childhood education professor Robert Speer.104 The
Commonwealth sponsored over $50,000 worth in scholarships connected to the
workshop, which brought hundreds of New York-based educators to Puerto Rico
for six weeks over the summer for roughly two decades, from the late 1940s to the
late 1960s, hoping to give “teachers, administrators, community and social workers
in areas of New York City in which Puerto Ricans are numerous a deep-seated under-
standing of the circumstances under which the Puerto Rican children grow up to the
end that they may more intelligently deal with the problems of adaptation and adjust-
ment.”105 Participants stayed in Puerto Rican homes, met with Puerto Rican states-
men, and took the Bootstrap tours of industry, community development projects,
and education programs on the “island of how-to-do-it.” The movement of educators
and academics between New York and Puerto Rico proved constant, and significant

100Antonia Pantoja, Memoir of a Visionary (Houston: Arte Público Press, 2002).
101“Workshop in Puerto Rico,” New York Times, March 22, 1960; “11 Visiting Puerto Rico: City High

School Students on Two-Week Goodwill Tour,” New York Times, Dec. 26, 1960.
102Rivera, Historia Crítica de la Educación en Puerto Rico.
103Philip W. Faust, Puerto Ricans in New York City (New York: Puerto Rican Social Services, Inc., 1963).
104Robert M. Coleman, “A History of the New York University Workshop-Field Study in Puerto Rican

Education,” dissertation proposal, New York University, 1966; William Jansen, Superintendent of Schools,
“Summer Workshop at University of Puerto Rico,” March 11, 1952, Box 113, Folder 2, Covello Papers,
HSPA.

105Jesse J. Dossick, “Fifth Workshop-Field Study in Puerto Rican Education and Culture,” Journal of
Educational Sociology (Dec. 1952), 178, as quoted in Coleman, “A History of the New York University
Workshop-Field Study in Puerto Rican Education,” 5.
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in shaping the educational landscape in the city from the late 1940s through the
1960s.

When the Johnson administration officially launched the War on Poverty in 1964,
it included as one of its hallmarks the effort to include the “maximum feasible par-
ticipation” of the poor in its programming. The Office of Economic Opportunity,
which administered funds through local Community Action Programs (CAPs), was
headed by Sargent Shriver, who had been managing the Peace Corps since his
appointment by Kennedy in 1961. Shriver, along with other influential liberals,
brought their experience in both education and global community development to
the task of eliminating poverty in the poorest communities of the United States.
With regard to the War on Poverty in the historically Black neighborhood of
Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, Michael Woodsworth argues that the new CAPs
allowed community members who had already been actively organizing at the neigh-
borhood level in the context of the civil rights movement to build on earlier projects
and funnel policy ideas upward to the federal level.106 For Puerto Ricans, this
dynamic also rings true, yet they built on experiences with education reform on
the island, Cold War development aid abroad, and anti-poverty programs geared
toward migrants in the Diaspora. Global and colonial entanglements therefore shaped
community action from multiple channels.

Compensatory education also became a hallmark of War on Poverty-era educa-
tional programming. Yet the ideas that served as the intellectual backbone of these
programs, including Oscar Lewis’s work on the “culture of poverty,” grew directly
from his anthropological ethnographies in Mexico and Puerto Rico, published in
Five Families: Mexican Case Studies in the Culture of Poverty (1959) and La Vida:
A Puerto Rican Family in the Culture of Poverty, New York and San Juan (1966).
La Vida, which won the National Book Award in 1967, followed the “Ríos” family
(a pseudonym) from “the most infamous slum in San Juan” to the tenement houses
of East Harlem and the South Bronx.107 In a salacious and offensive portrait of the
family’s matriarch and extended family, he developed his thesis about a cross-national
culture of pathology supposedly inherent to all peoples living in poverty. Building on
ideas he had circulated earlier, Lewis concluded in La Vida, “By the time slum chil-
dren are age six or seven they have usually absorbed the basic values and attitudes of
their subculture and are not psychologically geared to take full advantage of changing
conditions or increased opportunities which may occur in their lifetime.”108 The cul-
ture of poverty idea therefore squared with the premises of modernization theory that
were being applied in the Third World, which also emphasized culture and the
unique role of early childhood education in making men “modern.” While garnering
much critique, especially from Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Black Americans who
became the targets of such rhetoric and the policies it engendered, the culture of

106Michael Woodsworth, Battle for Bed-Stuy: The Long War on Poverty in New York City (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2016).

107For more on the transnational development of the culture of poverty idea, see Karin Rosemblatt, The
Science and Politics of Race in Mexico and the United States, 1910–1950 (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2018).

108Oscar Lewis, La Vida: A Puerto Rican Family in the Culture of Poverty—San Juan and New York
(New York: Vintage, 1968), xlv.
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poverty proved crucial in shaping educational programming in racialized communi-
ties. Lewis became an influential figure in crafting the War on Poverty, serving
directly on Johnson’s Task Force for Early Childhood Education.109

Countless other education reforms and ideas of this era also reveal threads winding
back to Puerto Rico or international development programs or both. Although this
article does not attempt to analyze all of these links and limits its focus on
New York City, it is fair to say that a number of policies could and should be studied
using a hemispheric and imperial framework. The Teachers Corps, for example, was
inspired by the Peace Corps, and many Teacher Corps candidates who worked with
Spanish-speaking children in the US received training from University of Puerto Rico
faculty, and many returned Peace Corps volunteers taught in urban schools.110 Some
Puerto Ricans also point to San Juan mayor Felisa Rincón de Gautier’s escuelas
maternales (early childhood schools) as an early inspiration for Head Start.111

Bilingual-bicultural education was heavily influenced by colonial language policy in
Puerto Rico and the advocacy of Puerto Rican officials and activists, evidenced
through their testimonies in favor of the Federal Bilingual Education Act and their
influence on bilingual education in New York City and State as well as other cities
like Chicago, Philadelphia, and Miami.112 Experts experimented with
Spanish-language educational testing in Puerto Rico, under the aegis of the College
Board (interestingly, overseen by Chester Bowles’s brother, Frank Bowles), before it
was exported to Latin America with Alliance for Progress funds.113 Educational tele-
vision and radio, used in Puerto Rico and other modernization sites in Latin America,
also came to prominence in poor urban and rural settings domestically.114 And edu-
cational contracting to private companies—what would become a hallmark of neolib-
eral education reforms of the 1970s and 1980s—had origins in Puerto Rico’s
Bootstrap programs and the Alliance for Progress.115

109Laura Briggs, “‘I Like to Be in America’: Postwar Puerto Rican Migration, the Culture of Poverty, and
the Moynihan Report,” in Reproducing Empire: Race, Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 162–92; Dike, “La Vida en la Colonia.”

110Dana Goldstein, “‘The Only Valid Passport from Poverty’: The Great Expectations of Great Society
Teachers,” The Teacher Wars: A History of America’s Most Embattled Profession (New York: Doubleday,
2014), 347–72.

111“Escuelas Maternales” and “Doña Felisa Rincon de Gautier,” Fundación Felisa Rincón de Guatier, San
Juan, Puerto Rico. Extensive archival evidence for a direct influence on Head Start is difficult to find,
though the mayor’s foundation and a few other online sources make this claim.

112Lefty, “Size the Schools;” Anthony de Jesús and Madeline Pérez, “From Community Control to
Consent Decree: Puerto Ricans Organizing for Education and Language Rights in 1960s and ’70s
New York City,” CENTRO Journal 21, no. 2 (2009), 7–31.

113Cristina Alarcón, “Governing by Testing: Circulation, Psychometric Knowledge, Experts, and the
‘Alliance for Progress’ during the 1960s and 1970s,” European Education 47, no. 3 (Sept. 2015), 199–
214. Frank Bowles served as education director of the Ford Foundation from 1963 to 1966 and in other
important roles related to international education and development, including as an advisor to the
University of Puerto Rico.

114“Television in the School,” in A Land of Hope in Schools; Héctor Lindo-Fuentes, Modernizing Minds
in El Salvador: Education Reform and the Cold War, 1960–1980 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 2012).

115For more on the origins of private educational contracting in the Alliance for Progress and Great
Society programs, see Offner, “The Great Society as Good Business,” Sorting Out the Mixed Economy,
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Though not the focus of this article, grassroots activists also recognized these links
between the foreign, colonial, and domestic. The United Bronx Parents, a Puerto
Rican-led organization, in its application for CAP funds used an international
frame to make its case for community-trained teachers instead of university-trained
ones. “Peace Corpsmen are only considered partially trained when they leave our
country’s supervision; the essence of their training lies in the experience of being
supervised by the country they are assigned to serve. Why not here too?” asked parent
activist Evelina López Antonetty, who also understood Puerto Ricans’ second-class
status in New York as inherently linked to the colonial status of the island.116

Critics of the War on Poverty like F. Nunes, writing in the Black freedom struggle
journal Freedomways, remarked, “The Anti-Poverty Program made its appearance
in the same era as the Alliance for Progress. The Scheme is merely a domestic version
of that larger plot,” noting that “residents of Bedford Stuyvesant do not control their
ghetto any more than Venezuelans do theirs.”117 A young Puerto Rican high school
student, writing in his Aspira club newsletter, wrote a similar critique in an article
entitled “Foreign Aid,” in which he explained how “American Imperialism takes
over a country with money,” using Puerto Rico and other Third World nations as
examples.118

Navajo tribal leader Paul Jones even appealed to the Ford Foundation for a grant
to study development programs abroad and in other colonized territories, including
India, the Philippines, and specifically Puerto Rico’s Operation Bootstrap. Seeing the
Navajo’s problems as “rather common to underdeveloped people in other parts of the
world,” he wrote to Horace Holmes, the Ford Foundation’s community development
consultant, noting, “The mission [to these areas] would come at a time when Navajos
are aware of the necessity of involving the people in local communities in all pro-
grams of tribal social and economic progress,” strategically embracing the embrace
of maximum feasible participation common to that period. “The fact that the Ford
Foundation is interested and involved in community development, and that foreign
governments have undertaken projects will certainly underscore the importance of
the method and arouse greater interest in its application by the Navajo Tribe.”119

From policymakers to parent activists, connections between foreign, colonial, and
domestic community development programs were obvious to those on the ground
in the 1950s and 1960s.

175–213. Offner mentions Puerto Rico but focuses her study on Colombia as a laboratory during the
Alliance for Progress era and how it came to influence domestic economic policy.

116Application for Community Action Program, The United Bronx Parents, 1967, Box 2, untitled folder,
Ellen Lurie Papers, El Centro.

117F. Nunes, “The Anti-Poverty Hoax,” Freedomways 10 (1970). For more on tensions between self-help
and self-determination, see Goldstein, Poverty in Common; Ferguson, Top Down; and Ananya Roy, Stuart
Schrader, and Emma Shaw Crane, “The Anti-Poverty Hoax: Development, Pacification, and the Making of
Community in the Global 1960s,” Cities 44 (2015), 139–45.

118Angel Martinez, “Foreign Aid,” El Poder 3, no. 6, Power Memorial Academy High School, March
1974, Box 26, Folder 6, Aspira of New York, Inc., El Centro.

119Paul Jones to Horace Holmes, Dec. 12, 1957, Ford Foundation Records: Grant Files, Reel L-42, L57–
1145: “Navajo Tribe - Mission of Navajo Leaders to Study Community Development Programs in Puerto
Rico, India, and the Philippines,” RAC.
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The eventual decline of the War on Poverty by the mid-1970s and the declension of
foreign aid also occurred in tandem. The roots of neoliberalism had been sown. And as
scholars have well documented, that too was a global story, with direct links to Latin
America.120 As an illustration of this phenomenon in the realm of education, just
one year before James S. Coleman published his infamous “Coleman Report” of
1966, which concluded that education spending did not equate to improved outcomes,
he reached a similar conclusion in the context of international development in the Third
World.121 And just one year before that, he served on a team of scholars employed by
the US Army to participate in a research program entitled Project Camelot, a controver-
sial counterinsurgency effort focused on employing social scientists to predict political
upheaval in Latin America—a program Latin Americans decried as classic Yankee impe-
rialism.122 Coleman’s conclusions regarding US education, like so many other scholars’
findings of the era, cannot be divorced from their relationship to international research
and policy networks within the context of Cold War American empire.

Conclusion

Histories of postwar education often operate in a strictly national frame. When the
Cold War or foreign policy come into consideration, the standoff with Soviet
Communism often takes center stage, as in the case of the reasoning behind
Eisenhower’s National Defense Education Act or the rise of anti-communist teacher
purges. Yet American postwar education policy was also deeply entangled with Cold
War development programs and foreign policy in the Global South, as this article
illustrates through the case of Puerto Rico and its connections to Latin America
and New York. Owing to its position as a colonial territory, a Cold War laboratory
of capitalist development, and a leading source of Latinx migration to the nation’s
largest and most influential city, Puerto Rico served as a particularly important cross-
roads linking education and social policy across the Western Hemisphere. Indeed,
Puerto Rico’s long-standing categorization as “foreign in a domestic sense” made
that role all the more possible.123 As historian Laura Briggs notes, “One of the things
that allows and perpetuates the scholarly neglect of Puerto Rico is the belief that it is
only important to Puerto Ricans, or North Americans visiting the island. On the con-
trary, colonialism has a profound effect on culture and policy on the mainland.”124 By
tracing the circulation of educational ideas and practices between the island of Puerto
Rico, Latin America, and New York, this article affirms the importance of hemi-
spheric and imperial lenses in understanding the full contours of postwar
American education.

120Offner, Sorting Out the Mixed Economy.
121James S. Coleman, ed., Education and Political Development (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University

Press, 1965).
122“Army Cancels Disputed $4 Million Red Study: Pentagon Declares Project Camelot Impractical; Chile

Incident Stirred Row,” Los Angeles Times, July 9, 1965; “Other Research Handicapped by Latin Ire over
Camelot,” New York Times, Aug. 9, 1965.

123For example, Daniel Immerwhar and Amy Offner focus on India and Colombia as other regions with
significant influence on US policymakers. See Immerwhar, Thinking Small; Offner, Sorting Out the Mixed
Economy.

124Briggs, Reproducing Empire, 22.
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